Calliope (1954-2001)
Volume 1994 Calliope Manuscript Day 1994
1994

Photograph
James Wilson

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/calliope
Part of the Creative Writing Commons

Recommended Citation
Wilson, James (1994) "Photograph," Calliope (1954-2001): Vol. 1994 , Article 8.
Available at: https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/calliope/vol1994/iss1/8

This Fiction is brought to you for free and open access by
the English at ScholarWorks at WMU. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Calliope (1954-2001) by an
authorized editor of ScholarWorks at WMU. For more
information, please contact wmuscholarworks@wmich.edu.

Article 8

Photograph
by James Wilson
I brushed my hand one more time over the photograph. The man in
it, an Indian, whose skin was old and worn--wooden. Wood that had been
fashioned once, into a tree maybe, but withered from no rain. It stood,
when all the rain had gone. Quiet. Dead. Still there.
Judging from the photograph, the old man must have been dead long
ago. His hair, long, in a knot on top of his head--Iike branches fumbling
upward to the sky--hadn't felt wet and heavy around his neck and cheeks in
years.
I couldn't see behind him; the picture was just a portrait, pulled from
some old magazine. Nothing but an old man's tired face. There must have
been wind though, his eyes were so creased, like they were trying to hide
from something.
I folded the picture twice, so that it would fit in my pocket. "No
changes. Ever," I said. I felt its thick, paper corners against my thigh for
half a second before they seemed to melt away--dulled.
I had found the picture in the library. It was lying in a corner;
probably ripped from one of the library's old magazines, which they kept
vaulted up somewhere in huge collections. All for the future to see. I had
no idea what magazine. There were no words on the page--only the
photograph.
It couldn't have been there long. People my age don't let things sit.
No one Can. Not things like that anyway--pictures of People that I've never
met.
. He was probably important, that Indian, to be in a magazine. Most
people never get seen that way at all--through coarse paper, years later.
Your own words are gone, not able to explain the wear on your face and
~es.
(
When I took the photograph, I didn't completely know what it was.
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Or, what I had done. I looked around the library first, making sure no one
saw me hide it in my pocket. My neck stretched a little in the effort--it felt
good.

The library was already too warm, too uncomfortable, to look at dust
covered volumes; it was made worse by the guilty secret of the photograph.
The day was not right for reading anyway, I could afford to miss it. There
were many more hours to spend. Reading.
Outside, the sky was overcast with warm rains falling tap, tap on the
sidewalk. I stopped underneath the cement overhang at the library's
entrance. For a few seconds I wanted to go back inside--where it was dry.
Then, in another moment, I plunged outward. I actually held my
breath.:.-thinkingI was going under water. The rain matted the thin straw of
my hair down flat against my head.
,
So, it wasn't until I got home, my clothes and face soaked, that I
finally got to look at the picture. I was glad, after a while. Everything had
always seemed so repressive, and the Indian's face knew it.
That night, I thought briefly about the picture. I could not form an
image of it in my mind. Nothing clear would come--only loose, disjointed
thoughts. Fractured emotions that I had felt while looking at the Indian.
Memories of memories--for this I was glad.
I forced myself asleep, not remembering what the photograph looked
like.

The next morning, it was no more clear. I crawled out of bed,
almost excitedly, to look at the forgotten image on the photograph. Once it
was before me again, the thoughts which I had vaguely recalled the night
before fit together once again.
They seemed free of the pretense that the books in the library carried
with them, free of the responsibility forcing me on one word after the other.
On and on.
In the photograph, I could see only the Indian, from the bottom of
his neck to the few strands that escaped his knotted hair. There was so much
there.
At the same time, it was so little. There was no profound message
lurking in the shadows under his eyes. There was no reason to inquire who
the man was. He was not a man. It was a photograph, nothing more.
I followed the rough lines of his face--the skin, beaten from its tight
shape. I could hear the tick of my clock work on and on. But the
photograph stayed the same. It didn't care what time it was. My eyes could
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see every inch of the picture at once; it didn't matter if I stared at it for an
hour or less than a second.
His face was sad, but no tragedy could unfold around his eyes. No
story could be extracted by squeezing the nearly two-dimensional paper.
And I was so happy.
Even now, as I write this, I forget what the photograph looks like.
I have to keep glancing at it, in order to get from one sentence to the next.
If there is sin I have committed one. I have sinned by putting all the
instantaneous eternity of that photo into words. It's taken me six months.
The movement from one day to the next, one letter, one sentence... It
shouldn't have been made.
Now you can look at these pages and know, in a watered down,
ineffective way, what I see when I look at the photograph. I don't think
anyone is better for it. Tomorrow, I'll go to the library whether it is raining
or not. I'll get lost among its shelves for hours--no matter how warm, or
how dusty.
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